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ABSTRACT

This thesis will focus on the debate between liberal
and conservative authors concerning the success or failure
of the welfare state in the United States of America .
During the 1960's, government involvement expanded
greatly through President Lyndon Johnson's great society
programs .

These programs were designed to alleviate poverty

and p romote self reliance amongst the poorest segments in
society. Overall these programs were accepted by both the
general popu lus and those in government as the morally
"right" thing to do.
As time went by, and expenditures and involvement
inc reased, debate surfaced as to how well these programs were
doing in achieving there stated goals.

The conservative

argument claims that these programs have fai l ed at there
stated

~bjectives and the answer to poverty is best suited

in the private sector economy .

The liberal argument claims

that while these programs are not perfect , they are a much
needed element in society and are best administered by the
government.
The purpose of this research pro j ect is to determine the
objectives of the welfare state and compare the arguments
between conservative and liberal researchers.
1

t
It is hypothesized that the conservative argument that
the welfare state has failed at its stated objectives is
more solidly supported than the liberal argument claiming
the success of the welfare state.
Results from the leading authors both conservative and
liberal produced considerable evidence that the hypothesis
be accepted and conclude that the welfare state, born from
the great society programs of the 1960's , has failed at its
stated o b jectives.
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Chapter I
INTRODUCTION
The War on Poverty
During the 1950s and the early 1960s, the United
State's economy enjoyed a long period of economic growth.
Steady gains gave hope of genuine progress for every
part of the economy.

President Kennedy seemed t o promise

that as he called for intensified economic growth with
the old chestnut:

"A rising tide lifts all boats .
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(Greene 72).

With the assasination of President Kennedy in 1963 and
the resulting Presidency of Lyndon Johnson, the War on
Poverty intensified. In the Spring of 1964 af t er completing
a tour of the poverty-s t ruck Appalachian area, President
Johnson preached a strong anti-poverty sermon to the
hard-bitten businessmen of the United States Chambe r of
Commerce in Washington on April 27, 1964:
I don't know how many of y ou live o n the
side of the track where you even see this
(pover t y).
I wish you could have gone with
me and looked into their eyes and seen the
faith and hope that they have in their
country, when I traveled into Pittsburgh
and saw the unemployed steelworkers, and into
South Bend and saw the e i ghty- t hree hundred
men all of whom l o st their jobs Christmas-Eveauto workers-and into eastern Kentucky and
West Virginia and saw the unemployed miners.
One man with eleven children told me that he
had four days' work last month at four dollars
a day, not because he does not wa n t work but
1 .

2

because it is not there . ..
So I have gone into these schools and these
slums and I have seen these insidious enemies
of a stable economy and the ones that really
promote recessions and inflation. I want to
tell you that no segment of our society has a
greater stake in these people than the folks
who are well enough, can afford to come to
Washington, and belong to the United States
Chamber of Commerce. ( Evans, Novak 431 }
With this speech, President Johnson clearly se t
the tone for Government intervention into the alleviation
of poverty in the United States . Whether or not this has
proven beneficial over the last thirty years is the
problem to be addressed.
Histor ical beginnings of government assistance programs
Different from Roosevelt's New Deal, which had
conf ronted vast unemployment and a national emergency among
blue-and whi te- coll ar workers , Johnson's war on poverty
t argeted the hard-core poor (Califano 75).
President Johnson's war on poverty programs were met
with widespread public support; almost as if it were a
moral obligation for the affluen t

in society to help those

who were economically deprived.
At the c enter of the war on poverty effort was the
newly formed Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO}, headed
up by R. Sargent Shriver.

The OEO's purpose was to

coordinate a plethora of new anti-poverty programs.
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Shriver sought massive federal financing for the
efforts to improve economic conditions for the poor.
In 1966, Shriver submitted a five-year plan that
called for $28 billion for the OEO itself and another
$152 billion for such antipoverty programs as manpower
development and training, education, and Food Stamps
( Greene 7 4) .
The Major Programs
Programs to aid the poor fall into one of three
classifications:

social insurance,

income support, and

job creation (35).
Social-insurance programs provide assistance to people,
most of whom have contributed to the financing and who
meet certain eligibility criteri a not re l ated to their
financial need (35).

The largest of these programs is

the Social Security System. Original l y des i gned as a form
of insurance, this program was n ot intended to provide
benefits according to financial need .

Instead, work ing

people would contribute wages into the system and receive
benefits a ccording t o their contributions at a later date.
Social Security was not intended to be a form of
i nsurance, under which a person's contributions would
be invested and used later to pay his or her benefits .
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In fact, today's workers contribute to the benefits
paid to today's recipients, and they must expect that

tomorrow's workers will take care of them.

Over the

years, the program has been continually expanded (35).
Another social insurance program is unemployment
compensation .

Under this program, an unemployment

trust fund is funded from employee's federal and
state taxes via payroll deduction.

The program is

designed to compensate those who have contributed to the
program in times of unemployment.
Income support programs were designed to h elp those
whose income falls below the government set poverty line.
The most well known program is the Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC). The intention of this
program is to i nsure that children in families where there
is little or no earned income are guaranteed a minimal
budge t for survival.

Under AFDC , cash aid is usu ally

given to fami l ies headed by woman , on the theory that she
must stay home with the children and cannot be expected to
wo rk outside t he home.
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), a part of Social
Security, is designed to supplement blind and disabled
people , and those 65 and over if their incomes fall below
a nationally set income level .
Another income support program is the Food Stamp
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program.

This program is designed to help low income

families purchase food with coupons issued and distributed
by the government.

This program is designed not only to

help the poor, but also the farmers who gain additional
outlets for their products through its operations (36).
Other nutritional programs were also designed to help
low income families; the best known being the school lunch
and school breakfast programs.
Medicaid is another program designed to help those
who fall below the poverty level.

Under Medi caid, med ical

care is provided to low income families based on an ability
to pay.

The program serves as a subsidy to assure that

medical care is affordable to low income families (Mead, 32).
Among the other ma j or benefit p rograms are h ous ing
assistance, basic education-opportunity grants, socialservice grants, and veterans' pension programs ( Greene , 37).
Job creati on programs are designed to employ certain
segments of the population.

Some employment programs are

targeted especially at the poor. CETA, the Comprehensive
Employment and Training Act, provides public service j obs
to low income people.

The work-incentive ( WIN ) program

has been used to provide training and ~ob -placement
services to those on welfare, and it gives employers a
tax incentive to h i re the poor (Murray, 48 ) .
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These are merely the lar gest and best known of the
pr og rams that are commonly called welfare. There are
literally thousands o f government run programs designed
to help alleviate pove r ty but the focus of this discussion
shall be on the aforementioned programs.
The War on Poverty
While President Johnson's trip into the Appalachian
foothills gave him a first hand, eyewitness account of
poverty in America, it is important for the reader t o
understand other factors involved in the launching of
the War on Poverty; namely, the social and political climate ,
economic situations, and welfare costs.
The Social and Political Climate of the 1960 1 s
During the 1960s, the social and pol i tica l climate
changed dramatically from the passive nature of the 1950s.
The 'Government , led by Pres i dent Johnson's anti-poverty
programs, became more act i ve in the welfare of the
economi cally underpriveldged. The civil rights movement
reached its peak in the mid 1960s.

Problems in the

inner cities such as cr ime, decay, and violence had all
bec ome social and political hot topics.

Above a l l , the
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majority of the populous agreed that a solution to these
concerns rest within the Government.
Economic Situation
The United States population in 1964 consisted of
one hundred ninety one million, one hundred forty one
thousand people ; of these, eighteen million, one hundred
and twenty one thousand were aged 65 or older (Current
Popu l ation Reports United States Census, #7 21).
The total number of people in the United States l iving
at or below the Federal Government's poverty l ine in the
year 1964 was 36 million.
total population.

This represented 19 percent of the

The figures for those aged 65 and older

were not available (United States Bureau of the Census,
#134 ).
Welfare Costs
The total amount of funds expended by the Federal
Government in the year 1964 was $92 , 568,000 (SAUS-81,518).
The breakdown of how these funds were allocated is as
follows:
Social insurance:
$54,717,000
Public aid:
$8,502,000
Health and Medical programs:
$7,286,000
Ve t eran's programs:
$15,485,000
Education:
$4,293,000
Housing : $562 , 000
Other Social Welfare:
$1,723,000
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Whether or not the War on Poverty is working is
ope n to much debate both politically and socially .
Greene says , "Our welfare system has not abolished poverty,
and it has actually led to an increased dependency on the
Government" (Greene, 108) .

Raspberry claims:

I have lost count of the number of welfare-reform
proposals under consideration by Congress
or being urged on it by one expert group
or another. What sticks in my mind, aside
from the fact that virtually all of them
have some provision for "workfare", is that
none of them can work. (Raspberry, 92)
Limbaugh says "Welfare and other "entitlements" victimize not
only the person whose wealth is being confiscated to pay for
them, but also the self-worth of most of the people receiving
the so called assis tance" (Limbaugh, 102).

Talent, a

conservative United States Representative from Missouri
c laims ''The current welfare system has all but destroyed the
family in low-income communities, roughly 30 percent of all
chi l d ren in Ameri c a are born to unmarried women, and this
figure is nearly 80 percent in many low- income urban
communities" (Koenig, 1).
While the preceding opinions clearly project an
attitude that the War on Poverty has been a failure, there
are two sides to the debate.
I n a recent debate among Federal Legisla t ors,
Representative Lynn Woolsey, D-Calirornia, proclaimed:

9

It was 25 years ago, but even today, my
face is the face of a typical welfare mother.
r desperately needed public assistance
in order for my family to survive.
I was on
welfare for three years when my marriage
broke up and left my family without child
support and without healthcare. (Woolsey, 11)
Representative Woolsey can attest from personal experience
that the welfare system does provide needed assistance to a
certain segment of the population.
Another argument presented supporting welfare
programs is found in a recent report published by the
National Commission for Employment Policy.

The report

states that "Gove rnment training pr ograms are moving
limited numbers of single mothers off the welfare rolls

and into jobs".

The report further states that "the program

c an be eve n more successful if tailored to each parent's
individual needs" (National Commission for Employment
Pol icy ) .

Summary
The War on Poverty was implemented in 1964 by the
Johnson administration.

It consisted of an array of

Government programs designed to help those, through no
fault of there own, suffering from economic hardship.
These programs were met with widespread public
support as if it were a moral responsibility to assist
those who needed help.
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While there are literally thousands of assistance
programs in existence, the ma jor programs consi st of
social insurance programs, income support programs, and
job creation programs.
The War on Poverty was waged and expanded during
the turbulent 1960s.
was that of activism.

The political and social atmosphere
Economic problems, inner city

problems, and the civil rights movement had become
hot political and social topi cs.

Most agreed that

the answers to these problems could be found in greater
Government i ntervention.
The population in the United States in the year
1964 was one hundred ninety one mi l lion, one hundred forty
one t hous and .

Of these, approximately 36 million lived

at or below the official Government poverty level.
Based on these f igures, the Federal Government
aliocated $92 , 568,000 to programs designed to allevia te
poverty in Ameri c a.
Whether or not the Wa r on Poverty is working
sub~ect t o great political and scholar l y debate.

There are

many arguments supporting the current welfare system, as
well as many arguments calling for an end to the welfare
system as it currently exists.
There is also much discussion on welfare reform.
President Clinton has proposed a two years and out policy

11
designed to wean people off the welfare system by enhancing
poor people's job skills and education, instilling a work
ethic in welfare recipients and "making work pay" by
increasing incentives and benefits for the working poor
(Carnevale, 11) .

Under this plan, those receiving welfare

benefits will receive j ob and education training . After two
years, the recipient's benefits will be cut off. The idea
being that the recipient will have acquired the necessary
education and skills to enter the workplace and become a
productive citizen .
Statement of Purpose
It is the purpose of this thesis to examine and
analyze the War on Poverty from its inception and
determine through statistical data if it has accompl i shed
i ts set goals of alleviating poverty in the United States
of America.

Chapter II
LITERATURE REVIEW

The War on Poverty,

launched by President Johnson in

1964, was designed to "help those who, on their own, had
no chance of getting their fair share of economic growth"

( Ca 1 if ano , 7 5 } .
Different from the social programs initiated during
the Great Depression of the 1930s, which had confronted vast
unemployment and a national emergency among blue-and-white
collar workers, Johnson's War on Poverty targeted the hard
core poor.
The people I want to help are the ones who've
nev er held real jobs and aren't equipped to

handle them. Most never had enough money
and don't know how to spend i t. They were
born to parents who gave up hoping long ago.
They have no motivation to reach for something
better be cause the sum t o tal of their lives is
1O S i ng . ( 7 6 )
While the goal of these programs was to alleviate
poverty and promo t e self reliance among the hard core
poor, the success, or failure of these programs is
debatable.
Over the last de c ade, the welfare state has become
the targe t of a concerted political ideological attack
(Block, Cloward, Ehrenre ich, Piven, 2).
12
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On the political right, the same themes are reiterated
in discussion of the welfare state:

that social welfare

programs are a drag on the economy, an incentive to
immorality, and a cruel hoax on the needy themselves.
On the political left, the argument seems to be that
of having a moral responsibility to lending assistance to
those, through no fault of their own, are economical ly and
socially deprived.
Of course there are those who fall between t h ese
two e xtremes, but those numbers have seemingly been in
decline over the last decade.
The debate among these two political factions centers
around the overall success or failure of the great society
programs.

The political right argues that these programs

have failed miserably and, in present form, are a great
wa ste of taxpayer's money .

The political left argues that

the se programs are necessary and are a good investment of
taxpayer's dollars.
Historical Beginnings
Prior to the Great Depression that afflicted the
United States Economy during the 1930s, there had been
a basic assumption that the operation of a free market
economy would provide maximum welfare for all citizens, and
that no tinkering by government can improve upon this set
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of conditions (North, 172). Under the Roosevelt
administration , this argument was swept aside in favor
of one that maintained that governmental action could
substantially improve the welfare of members of society .
The most far reaching of this legislation dealt with the
security of the individual .

The security that once

had depended upon close family unity was gradually
disappearing in the face of the i mpers onal characteristics
of an evolving market economy (Brown, 857).

The aged and the

sick could no longer depend on the family or local charities
for security.

Young people tended to underestimate what

their needs would be in old age.

A primary objective of

a social security program was therefore to make provision
for old age security from the beginning of employment.
With this objective in mi nd, Congress passed laws on old
age insurance, unemployment insuranc e, and workmen's
compensation laws- all aimed at providing security for
individuals under various kinds of duress and over various
periods of their life (North, 173).
Throughout the 1940s and 19 50s, expansion of welfare
programs was minimal; cost of living ad justments and
enrollment of citizens to existing programs accounted
for what little growth did occur .
Along with John Kennedy's narrow electoral victory
in the 1960 Presidential election came a widespread
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public feeling that America needed more national
leadership to dea l with its domestic problems (Jencks, 3).
Persistently high rates of unemployment in depressed
areas such as Appalachia and among the poorly educated
workers almost everywhere were also a national concern, and
many thought that the federal government should take the
lead in fashioning a solution.

Perhaps most important,

blacks had begun to challenge de j ure segregation in the
south, evoking a violent response from white supremacist.
As a result, a growing number of northern whites wanted the
federal government to outlaw overt racial discrimination.
Congress refused to act on President Kennedy ' s proposals
f o r dealing with t hese matters, but after Kennedy was
killed and Lyndon Johnson became president, it passed a flood
of new social legislation (4).
Unlike the groundbreaking legislation of Roosevelt's
New Deal which was designed to prevent the non-poor from
falling into poverty, Johnson ' s great soc iety programs
were mainly concerned with helping the poor rise above
p overty.
As previously stated, the debate over the success or
failure of welfare programs has become politically divided
among conservatives and l iberals. It is necessary to present
b o th the conservative and liberal argument in trying to
determine the effectivness of the war on poverty.
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The Conservative Argument
As previously mentioned, the conservative stand on
welfare programs is that they create a drag on the economy
and do little to promote self sufficiency.

In fact the

argument is more likely to illustrate how these programs
actually promote dependency on the government rather than
provide the means to become self sufficient. By examining
writings by the leading conservative thinkers this point
can be more cleary illustrated.
Thomas Sowell is one of the most conservative syndicated
columnist today. In his recent writings he examines the
current welfare state and the proposed reforms set forth by

the Clinton administration.

According to Sowell:

President Bill Clinton's "new" welfare reform
repeats almost verbatim Lyndon Johnson ' s
arguments 30 years ago that the government
c ould end welfare by "investing" in the
"retraining" of people so that they could
get good j obs and stay off welfare. Far
more people are living off the dole today than
in his time. Now, Clinton claims that his
multi-billion-dollar program will "end welfare
as we know it. " ( 7)
By pointing out that more people are living off
the dole today than when the Johnson administrat ion
implemented the great society programs, Sowell is
proclaiming that these programs have been a failure
in achieving the goal of promoting self sufficiency.
Sowell further offers reasoning as to why these

17

programs have failed.
Why don't these programs work? They don't
work because the assumptions on which they
are based are false.
Lack of education and
skills are not the problem.
They are the
symptoms. ( 7)
To illustrate his point, Sowell explains that work,
taking a job however menial , is the ticket off the welfare
doles .

He points out that "people cross the Mex ican-Amer ican

border (legally or illegally) into this country all the
time wit hout any great education and skills- and go right
to work ( 7 ).

Sowell further explains that many-if not

most-of the people in the top income brackets in this
country have started out in j obs that would be considered
menial (7).

Sowell re j ects the argument that people are

helpless pawns in the game of life- unless they are r escued
by government programs designed and run by the annointed.
Anything that smacks of individual responsibility is a
threat to this dogma- and to the careers and egos based on
this dogma (7) .

To add credence to Sowell 's argument, a

recent study of results from 10 states shows that
"retraining" welfare mothers does not make them any more
likely to get a job than welfare mothers who have not been
retrained (National Commission for Employment Policy).
In his book, Losing Ground, Amer ican Social Policy
1950-1980 , Charles Murray, a prominent conservati v e
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policy analyst, examines the effect of the great
society programs and the reduction of poverty among the
United States population . Murray explains:
The popular conception about poverty is
that, at least on this one fundamental
goal, the Great Society brought progress .
The most widely shared view of history
has it that the United States entered the
1960s with a large population of poor
people-Harrington's "other America"-who
had been bypassed by the prosperity of
the Eisenhower years. The rich and middle
class had gained, but the poor had not.
Then , after fits and star ts during the
Kennedy years, came the explosion of programs
under Johnson. These programs were perhaps
too ambitious, it is wide ly conceded, and
perhaps the efforts were too helter skelter.
But most people seem to envision a plot in
which dramatic improvement did not rea lly
get started until programs of the Great
Society t ook effect. (56)
Murray acknowledges the perception by the populus
that the answer to poverty could be found in government
programs.

His research shows that poverty did fall during

the five "Johnson years from eighteen percent of the
population in 1964 to thirteen percent in 1968, his last
year in office, and the slope of the decrease was the
steepest during this period (57). While the conclusion
may be drawn that Johnson's Great Society p rogr ams created
a cause and effect relationship in the reduction of poverty,
Murray's research shows the opposite.
First, Murray points out that the Great Society

19
reforms had very limited budgets through the Johnson
administration .

The real annual expenditures of the

1970s were far larger - by many orders of magnitude for
some of the programs-than expenditures of the 1960s.
Yet progress against poverty stopped in the seventies.
The steep declines in poverty from 1964 to 1968 cannot
glibly be linked with government antipoverty dollar
expenditures (58).
Secondly, Murray points out that declines in poverty
prior to 1964 were substantial.

In 1950, approximately

thirty percent of the population was living in poverty.
From there it declined to eighteen percent during Johnson's
fi r st year. The size of the officially "i mpoverished"
population dropped by about s eventeen percentage points in
the years from 1950 to 1968, of which the Johnson years
account ed f or five :

about their fair share (58).

Third, Murray explains that after two decades of
reasonably steady progress, improvemen t slowed in the late
sixties and stopped altogether in the seventies.

The

proportion dipped to its l ow point, eleven percent, in
197 3 ( 58 ) .

A higher proportion of the American population

was o fficially poor in 1980 than at any time since 1967.

By then it stood at thirteen percent and was h eading up.
The number of people living in poverty stopped declining
just as the public-assistance program budgets and the rate
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of increase in those budgets were highest. Murray points out
that poverty is officially defined as a matter of cash on
hand from whatever source.
The recipient of the benefits does not have
to "do" anything-does no t have to change
behavior or values, does not have to "qualify"
in any way except to be a recipient. To eliminate
such poverty, all we need to do is mail enough
checks with enough money to enough people . In
the late sixties , still more in the seventies,
the number of checks, the size of the checks,
and the number of beneficiaries all increased .
Yet, perversely, poverty chose those years to
halt a decline that had been underway for two
decades . ( 59)
Murray's last figures on the poverty rate were for
the year 1980 at thirteen per cent of the population,
most recent data shows this figure at approxima te ly
twenty percent (Unit ed States Census Bureau , 1993) .
Milt o n Friedman, a conservative Nobel Laureate
economist, o ff ers his political point of view on
the welfare state in his book Free to Choose:
Most of the present welfare programs should
never have been enacted. If they had not
been, many of the people now dependent on them
would have become self-reliant individuals
instead of wards of the state.
In the short
run that may have appeared cruel for some, leaving
them no option to low-paying, unattract i ve work.
But in the long run it would have been more
humane. ( 115)
Friedman cl ear ly believes that the "G reat Society" programs
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enacted under President Johnson, and expanded under
following administrations, have failed to accomplish
the stated goal of promoting self reliance. Fr iedman also
points out that:
Billions of dollars are being spent each year
on welfare, yet at a time when the average
standard of life of the American citizen
is higher than it has ever been in history, the
welfare rolls are growing. (127)
Friedman concludes that the major evil of
welfare programs is thier effect on the fabric of our
soc i ety .

They weaken the family; reduce the incentive to

work, save, and innovate; reduce the accumulation of capital;
and limit our freedom (1 27).

Very strong language in defense

of the failure of welfare programs .
Another conservative view is offered by Christopher
Je ncks, a sociology professor at Northwestern University.
I n his book, Rethinking Social Policy; Race , Poverty, .a nd
the Underclass, Jencks argues against the traditional
liberal response to single mothers' economic problems.
Jencks explains:
The traditional liberal response to single
mothers' economic prob lems h as been to
push for higher AFDC benefits.
In our view
this is a mistake . The only politically
viable strategy for significantly improving
the economic position of single mothers and
their children over the next g e neration, we
would argue, is to concentrate on helping
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those who work at low-wage jobs. (228 )
Jencks further points out that liberals have a habit
of trying to help the neediest, and because AFDC benefits
have always been low, welfare mothers look like the
neediest of the needy (228).

Jencks points to liberal

legislator's failure to help single mothers with low
wage jobs has turned the American welfare system into
a political and moral disaster (229).
Rush H. Limbaugh has emerged as one of the most
conservative and outspoken critics of the welfare system
today.

In his b ook, See,

l

Told You So, Limbaugh points

out how the welfare system promotes single parenthood by
inc reasing benefits f o r single mothers.

In fact Limbaugh

points out that among families headed by married couples
today, there is a poverty rate of 5.7 percent.

But for

families headed by a single mother the rate is 33.4
percent ( Limbaugh, 92).

Limbaugh blames the government

f or creat ing a s ystem whereby incentives to work and become
se l f sufficient do not exist, but incentives to stay on
welf are, have more ch ildren, and remain unmarried do.
Limbaugh fee ls that an overall poverty of values,
underlined by governmen t welfare programs, have failed
to help those in need.

He points out that wh ile liberals

have d evoted billions of d o llars on social programs since
the impl ementation of the great soc ie ty, the number of
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welfare recipients is higher today than in the first
years of the Johnson Presidency (217).
In a speech delivered to the Commonwealth Club of
California in San Francisco on May 19, 1992, then Vice
President Dan Quayle, talked o f the breakdown of the
traditional family and how the current welfare system
promoted single parent families.

In his speech Quayle

pointed out :
The intergenerational poverty that tr oub les
us so much today is predominantly a poverty
o f values.
Our inner cities are filled with
children having children; wi th people who
have not been able to take advan t age of
e d ucational opportunities ; with people who
are dependent on drugs or the narcotic known
as welfare. (Quay le )
Quayle further explained that for the government
transfo rming underclass culture means that our policies
and programs must create a different incentive system
(Quayle) . He pointed out that our policies must be
premised on, and must reinforce, values such as : family,
hard work, integrity, and personal responsibility (Quayle).
Based on these principles, Quayle outlined a host
of what h e called personal empowerment programs to help
the individual.

Programs such as home ownership for

pub lic-housing dwellers, tax cuts for investment in blighted
urban areas , more educational choice, and welfare reform
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that removes penalties for marriage and creates
incentives for saving.

But Quayle made it clear that

government mandates and programs alone cannot solve
all the problems (Quayle).
While Quayle's speech received ridicule from the
liberal political left due to his attack on Murphy Brown,
a fictional television single parent who was glamorized for
being such on a recent episode, Quayle was exonerated by
the liberal publication Atlantic Monthly in its April
1993 issue in which the cover simply said:

Dan Quayle

was right ( "Dan Quayle was ... ," ).
The preceding conservative arguments share the
basic premise that the welfare state, born out of the
great society, has failed to accomplish the stated goals
of alleviating poverty and promoting self sufficiency among
t he underclass.

These arguments point out that while

expenditures for programs des i gned to alleviate poverty and
move people off the we lfar e r olls have increased over the
last thirty years, the poverty rate has not declined
sufficiently, and those d ependent on welfare is at an all
time high. The conservative argument also offers the opinion
that the current welfare system promotes dependency and
brea ks the traditiona l values of family, hard work, and
self sufficiency.
Wi th the c o nservative side of the argumen t clearly
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established, the liberal argument is now presented.
The Liberal Argument
In his book, The Mean Season:

The
--

attack -on -the
-

We lfare State, Fred Block offers what may be considered the
cornerstone of the liberal argument for welfare programs.
According to Block:
What has been momentarily forgotten, in the
disarray created by the conservative attack,
is that the welfare state is the only defense
many people have against the vicissitudes of
the ma rket economy.
Capitalism, from the
beginning, has confronted people with the
continual threat of economic dislocation:
downturns in the business cycl e periodically
throw millions out of work; shifting patterns
of investment plunge some regions (or industries )
into depression while others boom; long-term
structural changes in the economy-such as
the shift away from agriculture and, more
r ecently, from heavy manufacturing-leave
millions stranded with obs o lete skills and
scanty resources. The only sure "logic" Of
the market is change and disruption; and for
many of us, the only protection lies in the
programs of the welfare state . (2)
With this premise presented, a closer look at some
of the l eading liberal writings will help to further
illustrate this argument.
In their book, America's Misunderstood Welfare
State , policy analyst Theodore Marmor, Jerry Mashaw, and
Philip Harvey attack what they call the misconceptions and
the half-truths of the c onservative argument against the
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welfare state.

According to the authors, the beliefs

go something like this:
First , by welfare, most people mean cash
assistance for needy families provided by
the Aid to Families with Dependent Children
program (AFDC).
Second, "welfare" , so
defined, is viewed as a substantial and
growing component of American social
welfare expenditures. Third, AFDC in
particular, and means - tested programs in
general, are viewed as the government 's
primary weapons in combating p overty.
Finally, there is, if not a conviction, at
least a concern that these massive
expenditures have failed to turn the tide
in the war against poverty. Many people
adopt the even more pessimisti c view that
welfare actually has contributed to the
incidence of poverty .
"Welfare," in short,
is seen as having failed in its essential
goal. (Marmor, Mashaw, Harvey, 83)
The authors believe there is a straightfo rward
problem with these standard conservative beli efs
concerning welfare's pl a ce in the American welfare
state.

They assert that many,

indeed most, of them

are false (83).
First, the authors point out that many conservatives
believe that AFDC, what most consider "welfare",

has

increased every year due to an ever expanding base of
recipients.

They argue that total AFDC expenditures as

a percentage of the GNP have actually decreased from a
high of 0.59 in 1971, to 0.36 in 1987, thus negating the
argument presented by the conservative side (85) .

27
Second, the authors attack the conservative
argument that welfare programs promote dependency and
do little to alleviate poverty . The authors offer data
that shows that the poverty rate, based on the Census
Bureau's Current Population Survey, decreased from
22.2 percent in 1960 to 13.5 percent in 1988, a decline
of 8.7 percent most likely from the effects of government
social programs {96). They also offer statistics that show
that dependency on welfare directly correlates with the
unemployment rate. In fact, a one percent rate increase
in unemployment showed a corresponding increase in
pretransfer poverty by 0.7 percent (Handbook on labor
statjstics, 129) .

By pointing out this statistic, the authors present the
argument that a lack of ~obs creates dependency and not
the desire fur recipients to remain on the welfare rolls.
In his book, The Reference Shelf, Robert Long examines
the liberal side of the welfare argument.
Long argues that while the poverty rate has inched
up from roughly 11 percent in 1973 to roughly 16 percent
in the middle 1980s, there are hidden successes not reflected
in these numbers (Long, 16). According to Long:
Although 35 million people today (1988) are
classified as poor-out of a population of
232 million-40 million were poor in 1960 out
of a population of 180 million . (16)
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Long further explains that the official rate
of poverty does not count the noncash benefits the poor
receive, such as food stamps, housing subsidies and
medicaid.

When these are considered, the poverty rate

drops t o the range of 10 to 14 percent (United States
Census Bureau, 1988) .
Long argues that federal aid has clearly l i fte d
millions out o f poverty and has reduced the deprivation
of milli ons of others (17).

He points out that a 1988

congressional study noted that without government support
nearly one in four Americans would have been at or below
the poverty level

(United States Congressional Report on

Poverty, 1988 ) .
Long questions the uptick in poverty rates and
offers these factors :
First, economi c t r oubl e s, incl uding inf lation and
high unemploymen t brought on by two recessions in the
early 198 0s.
Second, failur e of AFDC benefits to keep up with
i nflation.

The pur c hasing p o wer of such aid fell by

nearly a third between 1970 and 19 8 4.
Third, the i ncreasing feminization of poverty, more
single mothers on welfare.
Fourth, feder al budget cuts affecting social programs
during the 1980s ( 1 8).
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Long clearly believes that welfare is not the
failure the conservatives claim it to be.

As he points

out, without assistance, poverty would be much more
prevalent than it is.
Another liberal argument is offered by former
Massachusetts Governor, and 1988 Democrat nominee for
President, Michael Dukakis.

In an article published in

USA Today Magazine in March 1988, Dukakis examines the
link between welfare and employment .
In his article, Dukaksis states:
Contrary to popular myth, those on welfare
are not all alike, not part of some permanent
u nd erclass, and not unwilling to work . Welfare
mothers want to work and to provide a better

life for thei~ children, but they need different
kinds of support to get there. Some require
b asic educati onal opportunities, like a chanc e
t o get a high school diploma or even learn to
read. Others need skills t raining so that they
c an compete for t he wages necessary to support
a family. (9)
Dukakis po in ts to the success of the Emp loyment
Training (ET) program impleme nt ed in 1983 and designed to
train welfare recipients in order to enter the workforce
and leave the we l far e rolls. Dukakis offers the following
statistics to verify this success:
Over 40 , 000 ET graduates have entered
full-or part-time jobs since the program
began in 1983; the average full - time job
obtained through ET pays $13,000 per
year: 86% of tho s e who leave the welfare
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rolls are off welfare one year later; the
average l ength of stay on welfare in
Massachusetts has declined by 25% sinc e
ET began; and the number o f families on
welfare for five years or more declined by
nearly 30% . (9)
Dukakis clearly believes that government programs
are the answer to turning welfare rec i pients into
productive me mbers of the working class.
The pre c eding liberal arguments differ greatly
from the conserva tive arguments over the success or
f ail ure of the welfare state.
The conservative authors point out that the we l fare
state does little to promote self reliance and financial
independence.
Thomas Sowell points out that the talk of new welfare
reforms p r o posed under the Clinton administrati on is j ust
a rehash of the fai led programs initiated and implemented
under the J ohnson administration th irty years ago.

Sowell

po in ts out that more peop le are on the welfare rolls today
than when Johnson took office thus cla imi ng that training
and investment p rogra ms are of little va l u e in solv ing
the welfare problem.

Sowell offers t he solution of work ,

as basic as it seems , is the answer to promoting self
re l i a nce.

Sowell also se ems to o ffer the idea that

li berals use we l fare progr a ms to derive power over the
poo r.
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Charles Murray offers statistical data to
support his argument for the failure of welfare programs.
He off e rs evidence that during the time when expenditures
for we lfare programs were at thei r highest, during the
1970s, progress against poverty actua ll y declined.
Murray also points out that the greatest reduction
in poverty occured before the implementation of the great
society programs; thus casting doubt on any strong
correlation between the great society programs and a
reduction in poverty.

Murray in fact points out that at the

time welfare expendit ures were at their highest, poverty
rates were also at an all time high.
Milton Friedman also points out t hat exp end iture s
cont i nue to increase, but instead of seei ng a reduction o f
recipients , the number ha s actually increased.
Friedman als o attacks the welfare s ta t e for the negative
effects it has on those it is des igned to help. He be li eves
t hat welfare weakens incentives to work, save, innovate, and
above a ll weakens the family.
Christopher Jencks points out that libe rals tend to
have the bad habit of hel ping those who appear to be
the neediest .

In his cas e he identifies single welfare

mothers as the target for liberal l egislators.

He offers

his opin ion that t his is a mistake and by only increasing
AFDC benef i ts that litt le i s really accomplished in making
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single welfare mothers self reliant.
Rush Limbaugh attacks the welfare system for the
effect it has on the breakup of the traditional fami ly .
By increasing benefits for unmarried mothers, Limbaugh
argues that AFDC payments actually encourage welfare
mothers to remain unmarried.

He also po ints out that

the poverty rate among unmarried mother s is six times
as high as that among married mothers, supporti~g his
argument that higher payments do not help those in need.
Limbaugh also recogniz es the fact that while
billions of dollars have been spent on welfare programs
since the i mp lementation of the great society , the number
of those on welfare is at an all time hi g h.
In his now famous , or infamous, speech delivered to
the Commonwealth Cl ub i n 1992 , former Vice President
Dan Quayle a ls o at t acked the we l fare state for destroying
pers onal respo nsi b ility .

He feels that despite good

intentions, and billions o f d o llars, wel far e as we know
it has failed to c reate self sufficiency.

He offered

suggestions such as home o wner ship p r ograms, tax cuts,
educational choice and welfare reforms to correct the
current welfare system.
The l i b eral authors all agree that welfare p rograms
have been s ucc essful a nd that government should play a
ma jor r o le in peop l e s lives through such programs .
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Fred Block offers the argument that as a
system, capitalism confronts individuals with threats
of economic dislocation, downturns, and other negative
effects that can temporarily throw one into poverty.
He argues that for many, the only protection l ies in
the programs of the we l fare state.
Marmor, Mashaw, and Harvey attack the mis conceptions
and half-truths that they feel the conservative side has
launched against welfare programs.

They argue that contrary

to the conservative argument, AFDC pay ments have n ot
increased eve ry year.

They also argue that the poverty

rate has declined steadily and that dependency on welfare
occurs when unemployment is high and is not t he result,
as conservat i ves claim, the result of people wanting to
remain on welfare and avoid work.
Ro bert Lo ng offers the argument that while the poverty
rate has indeed increased, despite bi llions of dollars
being spent to alleviate it, t here are hidden successes
tha t are not apparent; especially to the conserv atives.
Long offers the e xplana tion that without government
welfare pr ograms, the pover t y rate could be as high
as twenty five per c ent.

He also believes that poverty

rates and d epend en cy on welfare increase when the economy
suffers and is not t h e result of ind ivi dua ls choosi ng
welfare as an opti o n to work.
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Former Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis
offers the success of the Employment Training Act
in support of government sponsored welfare programs.
He points out that over 40,000 ET graduates h ave
entered the workforce and that 86% of those who
e n tered the workforce were off welfare one year later.
Whi l e there are clear differences between the
libe r a l and conservative sides, a recent Time magazine
pol l shows that there i s an overwhelmingly sense among the
p o pulation that welfare in its current condition i s in
g re at n eed for change .

Th e pol l shows that 81 per c ent

of the 600 adult respondents agree t h at the welfare
s ys tem needs a fund amenta l ove rha u l.
sho ws that 84 percent poll ed fee l tha t

The poll also
the curr e nt welfare

s y stem discourages poor p e o ple t o find work (T ime, 26).
These f indi ng s rep resent vi ews more c l osely associat ed
wi th t he conservat : v e side than that of the libera l side.
Summary
The gre a t so c iety p r ograms we re implemented in the
1960s unde r the Johnson administration to h elp those
who, through no f a u lt of their own, were impover ished .
The goal of these programs was t o provide the ways
and means f o r

impoverished people to lift thems elves

out of poverty and become produc tive me mbers of society.
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The welfare state expanded throughout the 1970s
and 1980s and has become a hot topic for debate among
the conservative and liberal factions of government.
The conservative side claims that welfare has been
a colossal failure.

They claim that welfare programs have

failed to promote self reliance and alleviate poverty among
those it was designed to help. In fact, conservatives be lieve
that welfare programs have had the opposite effe c t and have
c reated a permanent unde rc lass of welfare recipients who
on ly know a l i fe of dependency upon government programs.
They claim little resemblance to the promise by
l ibe rals that through government intervention people may
gain self res p ec t, pride, and self reliance. This perce ived
failur e was presented by conservative radio talk show host
Rush Limbaugh on a recent radio broadcast.

L imbaugh stated:

Liberals continue to c laim that g o vernment
can g ive p e op le self respect and dignity.
I only have to p o int to the r ecent riots
in Los An geles.
What I vividly remember
is the n ewsreels showing hundreds of welfare
recipients , checks in hand , standing in front
o f the burned down welfare offices . These people
looked l o s t and hopeless, not knowing what to
do or who to turn t o .
I hardly think that
this represents p ri d e and dignity . (Limbaugh, June 7,
1994, 11:00 am Central time )
The l iberal side argues that without government
programs pover t y would be much worse, and desp i te some
failure s , there are many successes that are not s o
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apparent.

Programs such as the Employment Training

program are cite d as to the success of welfare programs.
The liberal side also points out that due to the
nature of a capitalistic economy, there is always the
threat of downturns and other negative factors that can
effect people and push them into poverty.

They feel that

during these times the government is the only place for
many of these people to turn to for help.
While on the surface it appears that there is
a legitimate argument for both sides, the argument from
the conservative side seems to reflect reality more
closel y than that o f the liberal point o f view.

Ir fact a recen t e di torial by former liberal Senator
Thomas Eagleton pointed out that the liberal side m·ay
finally be real i zing that the welfare state may not be
wo rking.

In his editorial Eagleton points out:

Today's reality is money-were running out
of it . Were b eing eaten alive by entit l ements .
The automatic federal spending programs that,
li ke old man river; simp l y keep rolling along.
They never stop. They never decrease. They grow
and g row and e ach year consume a larger po rti on
o f the federal bud get. (3)
Eagleton also reveals some facts put together by
Senators John Danforth R-Missouri and Bob Kerry D-Nebraska.
Pres i dent Clinton appointed these two senators to investigate
the seriousness of t he en t itlement dilemma and to recommend
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corrective changes to avoid the disaster that likely
li es ahead.

The Sena to rs found:

1.) By the year 2003, unless entitlements are
reduced, most of the federal programs pertaining to
young people-education,

job training, Head Start , etc.-

will have to be drastically cut back or eliminated.
2. ) By 2012, unleis's entitlements are reduced,
ent it lements and debt interest will consume all of the
coll e cted federa l taxes.
3 . ) By 2030, unless entitlements are reduced, we
won 't even be able to pay for a ll of the current ent itl ement
programs.

Social Security, Medi c are , Med icaid and pensions

for federal retirees will consume all of the collected
federal taxes.
4.) Health-care cost h ave been increasing by 10
percent a year for th~ past f i ve years. Without cost
constraints, Medi c are and Medicaid will continue to
put severe strains on the federal budget.
5 . ) America ' s population is a ging. In 1950, eight
workers supported one retiree's federal benefits.
Today, five current employees must contribute the payroll
t axes necessary to cover the costs of one retiree.

In

2030, the number will be three.
6 . ) Once the baby b o omers begin t o retire in
2010, the cash-flow kurplus from Social Security will
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rapidly decline. Taxes on employees and employers
will have to be raised substantially or benefits will
have to be cut.

7 . ) The Social Security Trust Fund will be out
of money by 2029 . (3)
These are not very positive pred i ctions and clearly
call for action to reform welfare entitlements now or
pay d early in the future.
Statement of Hypothesis
The conservative argume nt that welfare programs have
not achieved the desired goal of promoting self reliance and
alleviatjng poverty seem to be better supported than the
libera l argument.

The welfare state does appear to be

ever expanding in cost and coverage wh i le doing little to
ach i e ve its stated goals.
The conservat ive claims will be more thoroughly
examined to either support or re j ect this view.

Chapter II I
SELECTIVE REVIEW AND EVALUATION OF RESEARCH
As presented in chapter two, both the conservative
and liberal arguments are examined regarding the success or
failure of the welfare state in the United States of America.
As stated in the hypothesis, the conservative argument,
arguing that the welfare state has basically been a
fa i lure, seems to be better supported than that o f the
liberal argument that depicts the welfare state as a much
needed, successful program.
The purpose of this chap t er is to further examine
and evaluate those conservative arguments presented in
chapt er two and determ i ne how well the data obtained supports
the stated hypothe s is.
The first conservative argument presented was that of
one of the most conservative syndicated col umnist today,
Thomas Sowe 11 .
Sowell 1 s argument is directed a t President Bill
Clinton 's introduction of a "new" welfare reform program
designed to inves t and retrain people currently on the
welfare r olls enabling these people to become self
sufficient, product ive citizens.

The problem Sowell points

out is that these proposals are nearly identical with those
presented by President Lyndon Johnson in 1964.
In his research, Sowell examines speeches and writings
39
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of President Johnson from 1964 that outlined the ideals of
the great society programs and compared them to President
Bill Clinton's "new" welfare proposals.

Sowell finds that

ideas such as "investing" and "retraining" those in poverty
at the expense of the federal government through social
programs were the predominant themes of President Johnson's
ideas .

In comparing those proposals made in 1964 by Johnson,

and those proposals made in 1993 by President Bill Cli n ton,
Sowell sees no difference in the approach to welfare reform.
Sowell further states that Census Bureau statistics
show in the year 1993 , a higher number of people, nineteen
percent of the population, rely on government assistance

programs than in the year 1965, thirteen percent of the
populat ion (United States Government 109).
Sowell argues that despite good intentions and billions
of dollars spent on welfare programs over the last thirty
years , the goal o f reducing dependency on government programs
has failed. This conclusion is backed up by the stated
Census bureau's statistics and by a study by the National
Commission for Employment Policy that found retraining
welfare mothers does n o t make them any more likely to get a
job than welfare mothers who have not been retrained
(National Commission for Employment Policy ) .
Sowell's conclusion that the welfare state has failed
at

its stated g oa ls seems to be solidly backed up by the
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data presented in his writings.

There is, however, one

l imitation to Sowell ' s argument that needs to be addressed.
It is impossible to measure the number of people who had
a ccess to government programs in 1965.

The fact that this

was the first year for such programs to be implemented poses
the question of access in 1965 as compared to 1993.
It is logical to propose that in 1965, many of th~se who
would have qualified for assistance may not have
had the ability or knowledge to apply and rece ive
assistance as compared to the readily available assistance
p rograms in 199 3 .

However, the fact does remain that despite

increased spending and efforts on behalf of the Government,
dependency has increased .
Charles Murray , a prominent conservative policy
a nalyst, offers statistical data that argues convincingly
that government welfare programs have not a ch ieved the
desired goals of alleviat ing poverty and crea ting a self
reliant citizenry.
Murray does acknowledge that during the years 1964
through 1968 , Lyndon Johnson's first term and the height
of the implementation of anti-poverty programs, the official
Census Bureau's report on poverty showed a reduction of five
percent. Murray's research shows that this reduction in
poverty was not the direct effect of government funded
programs . Murray points out that during the 1970s, government
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expenditures actually increased compared to those of the
1960s. Despite this increased effort bo t h in the number of
programs available, and the amount of dollars spent, the
actual poverty rate increased from a low point of eleven
percent of the population in 1973 , to a high of nineteen
percent of the population in 1977 (United States Government
96) .

Murray also points out research done prior to the
introduction of the Great Society programs and finds that
in the year 1950, approximately thirty percent of the
population was living in poverty, declin ing to eighteen
percent of the population in 1965. This represents a decline
in poverty from 1950 thr ough 1968 of seventeen percent.
Murray's resear ch clearly shows that this reducti on
in pove rty is not directly attributed to the anti-poverty
pr ograms of the 1960s. Murray ques tions the drastic reduc t ion
in pover ty l evels for the years 1950 through 1964 a period
of ti me that lacked all but a minimal amount of government
ass i stance programs designed to alleviate poverty . In fact,
Murray points out that after nearly two decades of steady
progress, improvement slowed in the late 1960s and stopped
altogether in the 1970s . This occurring at a time when
government assist ance programs were at an all time high in
a v a ila bility and spending.
Murray 's research clearly shows that the answer to
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eliminating poverty and creating self reliance does
not lie in the hands of the government.
Murray's research also shows that there is no direct
correlation between government intervention and a reduction
in the poverty rates .
Murray's use of the available Census Bureau statistics
supports his conclusion that the welfare state has failed
at its goals.
One area of concern with Murray's argument is that of
the lack of explanation of why the poverty rate was
drastically reduced during the early 1950s and 1960s.
Murray only offers the theory that the post war economy
of the 1950s was so strong that it offered economic
oppo rtunity to every citizen. This may have been the case and
de s erves further research.
Mi l ton Friedman , a conse r vative Nobel Laureate
e conomist, also argues that the welfare state in the
Un ited States has failed at its stated goals.
Friedman argues that most of the present welfare
programs should never have been enacted. Friedman points
out that despite billions of dollars allocated and an ever
growing number of social programs, the welfare rolls are
growing.

Friedman recently explained on the McNeil-Lehrer
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News Hour:
The effect of the welfare state is that it
makes work and responsibility a thing of the
past . Welfare programs destroy incentive, break
up families and create a permanent underclass
of citizens who only know how to rely on the
government for security. (Friedman Novembe r 7, 1993,
10:00 am Central time)
Friedman also explains that during the middle and late
1980s , the economy was extremely strong.

Low unemployment,

low inflation, and l ow interest rates created the longest
peacetime expansion in the history of our nation, yet even
during these times when the atmosphere wa s right for all
to benefit, the welfare rolls grew to there highest level
ever (Friedman ).
F riedman's research supports his conclusions that
we l fare programs do not solve the problem of poverty,
however, Friedman's research does have its l imitati ons.
Friedman is more radical in his views suggesting that
the welfare state should never have been enacted.

What he

f a ils to address is what may have occurred if the problem
o f poverty in the 1960s was ignored, and what may occur
if too drastic steps are made in eliminating the welfare
state compl e t ely.
Radio and television talk show host Rush Limbaugh,
arguably the most outspoken critic of the welfare state
today, argues convincingly that the welfare state has

45

failed at its goals for creating independency and affluence
for its recipients.
Limbaugh argues that welfare programs do exactly the
opposite of the intended purposes.

Limbaugh's research

shows that the poverty rate among families headed by
married couples is 5.7 percent, compared to a poverty rate
of 33.4 percent for those families headed by a single
mother.

Limbaugh's explanation for this significant

dif ference is that welfare programs promote the breakup
of families. Limbaugh points out that under current AFCD
policies, benefits are increased for each additional child
born to a single mother, at the same time, benefits are
reduced or eliminated in the even t t hat the single mother
ma rry . This being the case, Limbaugh's argum ent seems to
be a c cu r ate.
LimbaugL further points out that after thirty years
of the great society , and nearly three billion dollars spent,
t h e percentage of those on welfare is higher in 1994 than
in 1964 (Unit ed States Gove rnment 126).
Limbaugh's research and use of official Census Bureau
s ta tistics supports his argument that government is not the
answer to the alleviation of poverty in the United States.
Former Vice President Dan Quayle addresses the failure
of the welfare state explaining that the system as it now
operates, transforms an underclass of values to the
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very people it was designed to help.

Quayle points out

that welfare programs do little , if anything, to promote

fami ly values, hard work, and personal responsibility.
Quayle feels that our welfare policies need to address
these issues if they are to be successfu l.

To s upport his

argument, Quayle points to the same official Census Bureau
statistics that show more people relying on government
assistance today than at any other time in our history .
The conse rvative arguments presented all conclude
that the great society has not achieved the goals it was
designed to achieve.
While the preceding offers a more detailed examination
of these authors arguments there are other areas of concern
to be examined .
Research Methods
The author's research method s all

involve the comparison

of official poverty rates at present with those prior to the
introduction of the great society programs.

The authors also

compare the number of people l ivjng with assistance from
the governmen t curr e ntly a s compared to the early years of
the great soc iety.

While this appears to be a simplistic

approach, there is no other available way to accurately
measure these numbers. In using a retrospective approach t o
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support their arguments, the authors can only compare
current statistics to those of prior years.

One area

o f concern is the deletion by the authors to evaluate
year by yea~ statistics with explanations for variances
of the statistical data.
Experimen t al Control
As mentioned, the authors evaluate the effect
of anti-poverty programs by using official Ce nsus Bureau
statistics . Two of the author s d id use control group
methods to support their arguments.

Thomas Sowell

points out a recent study involving ten states that offer
government imp l emented training p rograms for we lfare
mo thers. Sowell explains that those receiving training
we re n o more J ike ly to get a ~ob than those not receiving
training .
Limba ugh also uses a control group to evaluate the
effe c t of the breakup o f the traditional family.

In his

resear c h, Limbaugh finds that married coup les h ave a far
lowe r rate of poverty than single mothers with children.
Limbaugh suggest that government run welfare p ro grams,
which allow more benef i ts for single p ar e nts, actually
promote the b reakup o f the famil y .
data to support his a rgument.

Limbaugh uses this
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Sampling Techniques
All of the authors reviewed in this chapter
rely on reported United States Census Bureau data to
support their arguments. This data reports only on those
actual cases reported to the Census Bureau during any
given year . This may allow for slight inaccuracies as to
the actual number of people l i ving at or below the poverty
level .

It is i mportant to note that while t hese inaccuraci es

pro bably do exist, and the actual number of those living in
poverty is most likely higher than reported, this data is
generally used by the opposing authors to support the ir
arguments.
Threats t o External Validity
The po l iti c al nature surrounding the welfare debate
may le ad to generalizations when interpreting statistical
data.

Conserva t ives may oversimplify the argument that

welfare re cipi ents do not want to work and are happy being
supported by government programs.

In doing so, the

conservative argument may overlook variables such as
unfavo rable economic conditions that limit opportuni ties
to the total popu lati on .
demands further attention .

This is an impor t ant area that
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Statistics
All of the authors reviewed , both conservative and
liberal, use official Census Bureau statistics to evaluate
the success or failure of the welfare state .
By comparing poverty rates before, during, and after
implementation of the great society programs, the authors
support their arguments.

Unfortunately, these statistics

are the only viable ones that exist.
Whjle several of the authors discussed in this chapter
do use cont rol group studies, the need for further control
group analysis is apparent.
Research Conclusions
The statistical data obtained by the conservative
authors does support the argument that the welfare state
h as failed at i ts stated o b j ect iv e of reducing t he rate
of poverty through government intervention.

All of the

o ff icia l government data shows an increase in the number
of programs implemented , amount of money spent , and the
total number of people receiving benefits.

At the same

time official government data sho ws t hat the rate of poverty
has steadi l y increased d espite all these efforts applied t o
reduce poverty.

Thi s i s the same available data used by
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the liberal authors in the attempt to support their
arguments .

The conservative argument is clearly better

supported by this available data than the liberal argument.

Chapter IV
RESULTS

As presented in chapter three, the evaluation of
research supports the conservative argument pro c laiming that
the welfare system in the United States has faile d at its
stated objectives of eliminating p overty and promoting
independence among those living in poverty.
The purpose of this chapter is to further analyze t h e
results from the resear c h presented in chap ter th ree focusing
on the most valid, pertinent research data.
In chapter three, five conservative authors were
reviewed and evaluated to determine how we ll their
research supported their c onc lusions that the welfare system
has fail e d. All five of the a uthors produced strong data t o
suppo rt their arguments.
In order to better underst3nd the results of the
a uthor's research a detailed analyzation of ea ch author
is p resented.
TLomas Sowe l l
Thomas Sowell's research showed that despite thirty
years o f government programs , and billions of dollars spent
on these programs, very littl e, if any progress has been
made to eliminate p o verty in the United States.
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Sowell's research focused on recent statements
made by President Clin ton outlining a
welfare ref orm .

11

new 11 approach to

Sowell conclude d that President Clinton's

propos a l of retraining and investing in those living in
poverty was merely the same pr opos a l made by President
Johnson in 1964; the first year of the "War on Poverty".
Table one, shows the results tha t

lead Sowell to

conclude that the last thirty years of government supported
welf are programs have failed and the direction that Preside nt
Clinton is propos ing is not the answer .

Table 1
Ev idence of the Welfa re State's failure
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

a.
9.

!n t he year 1964, President Johnson declares a "War on
Poverty" and allocates mi l lions of dollars to fund
progr ams to alleviate poverty in the United States .
The Poverty rate i n the year 1965 stands at thirteen
percent.
In the year 1966, t he War on Poverty is expanded to
include ~ob training in order to train those who
la c k s k ills to secure employment.
Throughout the years 1 966-1977 expend itures steadily
increase along wit h the number of anti -poverty
programs.
In the year 1 97 7, the poverty rate hits an all time
high o f nineteen percent .
In the year 1980, President Ronald Reagan is elected
to o ffice and promises ma ~or welfare reforms.
In the year 1 984, the recession ends, unemployment is
the lowest in a decade as well as inflation rates and
interest ra tes, ma~or e conomic expansion occurs .
In the year 1988, the poverty rate is 15 p er cent.
In the year 1990, recession hits economy.
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10.
11.

1992, President Bush defeated at polls by Bill
Clinton.
1994. Poverty rate at an all time high of 19.3
percent.

SOURCE: st. Louis Post-Dispatch." Same Tired Song on Welfare
Reform".
Thomas Sowell, 3 July, 1994. late ed 7.
Charles Murray
Charles Murray is one of the most conse rvative and
outspoken critics of the current welfare system discussed
in chapter three.
Murray's research was designed to demonstrate that
there is not a cause and effect relationship between
government anti-poverty programs and a reduction in the
poverty rate.
Murray's results showed that during the years 1964
through 1968, Lyndon Johnson's first full term as President
and the height of implementing government anti-poverty
prog rams, the poverty rate did decline by five percent.
Murray also examined the period between 1973 and 1977 and
f o und that government expenditures and involvement increased
mo re significantly than that of the 1964-1968 period but
found that the poverty rate actually increased from eleven
percent to nineteen percent.
Alarmed by these statistics, Murray focused his r esear c h
to the years prior to the implementation of the great society
programs and found that in the year 1950, thirty percent of
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of the population was living in poverty only to decline
t o a level of eleven percent in the year 1965.
Murray was quick to n o te that this reduction of
s even t een percent was ach i eved without the assistance o f
the great society programs.
Milt o n Fr iedman
Milton Friedman ' s research was conducted with the
proposal that most of the current we l fare programs should
have never been enacted.
Friedman's research showed that despi t e the billions
spent on anti-poverty programs , the number of those r el y ing
on g overnment assistance has increased steadily over the
last thirty year s. Fr i edman also pointed out that e ven during
the 1980s, a time when unemployment was l ow, infla tion was
un d er con tr ol, and low i nt erest rates c reated t h e longest
p eaceti me recove ry in history, t h e welfare rolls g rew to
the hi ghes t l evel ever seen s i n c e such statistics hav e been
repo rt e d . Fr iedman's results showed that even when e conomic
t imes are hea lthy, the availability of welfare programs
has created a permanent unde rclass of citizens relying o n
g overnment assistance regardless of economic conditions.
Friedman further exp l ained that th is i s t he t rue
evil of the we lfare system, for why else would the r olls grow
when times wer e so good .
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Rush Limbaugh
Rush Limbaugh's research focused mainly on the negative
effects that the welfare state has on the family.
Limbaugh's research showed that the current welfare
system actually makes single motherhood more attractive
due to the current guidelines set by AFDC (Aid to Families
with Dependent Children).

Table two illustrates AFDC's

payment schedule.

Table 2
Payment schedule to unwed mothers receiving AFDC
Number of children
1

Monthly allowance
$238.00

2
3

each additional
up to five chi l dren

$413.00
$506.00
$133.00 per

SOURCE: United States Government Bureau of statistics, 1993
217.

Table two shows the average amounts an unwed mother
receives per child.

This amount does not inc l ude such

benefits as Medicai d, Food Stamps, Child day care, and
edu cat ion programs.

The amounts are reduced or eliminated

i f the mother should marry.
Limbaugh's research also showed a drastic difference
in the poverty rates among families headed by married
c ouples as opposed to those headed by a single mother.
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Table t hree il l ustrates t his difference.

Tab l e 3
Comparative poverty rat e s among fam i lies heade d by sing l e
mothers and t h os e he ade d by ma rried coupl e s

---------·
- - --------------- -------------------------·- ------Po v e r t y rate of households
Poverty ra te of househo lds
heade d by a single parent

heade d by married couples

33. 4 %

SOURCE:
101 - 103.

See I To l d You So .
- - - - -- - -

5.7%

Ru sh H . Limb augh (1993) .

Limbaugh's research also showed that despite t he
billions o f dol l ars spent over the l ast t hirty years o n
g reat s ociety pr ograms, the poverty rate has steadily
inc r e ased.

Fo rmer Vi ce President Dan Qu a yle ' s resu lts
showed that spending mone y and e x pandi n g the ro l e of the
Federal Gov ernment does n ot provide t he answers to c reating
a self reliant c las s of citizens.

In fac t, Quayl e 's resear ch

showed t hat t he cur ren t welfare system promotes an underclass
of v a l ues that e n courage p eople to remain dep end e nt on the
Gov ernment for subsistence.
In his addresses to the public, Quay le consistently
a ll ud e s to the f act that we l fare as we know i t

does not

p r omot e fami ly va l ues , hard work , and persona l
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responsibility.

Quayle refers to the same statistics

that the previous author 1 s point out; that millions
o f dol lars have been spent and the number of welfare
recipients keeps growing.

Quayle 1 s research als o

showe d

t hat most welfare pr o grams are designed as a safety net f o r
t hose who fall on temporary hard times.

However, Q~ayle 1 s

researc h showed that despite the design as a temporary
safety valve, near l y eighty percent of those on welfare have
bee n reliant on government programs for an averag e of
seven years (United States Census Bureau, 1992).
Qua yle a lso pointed out that current welfare
programs of f er little, if any, guidance on bow to avoid
t he welfar e t r ap.
Sam le P opul ation
All of the aut ho r ' s presented in chapt e r three u sed
o f fic i al United States Governmen t statis tics on welfare
and poverty t o conduct research a nd conclude resul ts .
Reduct i o n i n sample size was not an i s sue due to the
n ature of government stat i stical data. Th is data serves a s
the of ficial determ i n ation of figures;

there is no grey area,

bo th the l iberal and conservative researchers used these same
s ta t i s ti cs , i t is the i n terpretation of these figures that
d i v i d es the liberal and conservative sides.

Chapter V
DISCUSSION

The results presented in chapter four all reflect
the conservative argument stating that the welfare system,
designed to promote self sufficiency with mi nimal help from
the government, has failed to reach its objectives.
Each of the five conservative authors attack the
l iberal premise that government programs wi ll work if only
given the c hance.

The authors all point out that the great

soci ety programs have had over thirty years to produce
results, and despite expansion of these programs a l most
annually , the poverty rate has steadily increased.
The authors also point out that during the 1 9 70s,
welfar e expenditures were expanded to the highest l evel in
l~istory, mostly d ue t o poo r econom i c conditions and pressure
from legislators.

These massive inc reases did not pr o vide

the d e s ired effect as the poverty rate rose f rom eleven
per c ent in 197 3 to nineteen percent in 1977 .
Based on these f igures the authors al l prov i de solid
data t hat i ncreased spend ing and expanding welfa re p rograms
have little, if any p o sitive effect on the poverty rate.
The a uthors also exam i ne the 1 9 50s, a time before
any significant governme n t welfare spending.

Upon

analysis, t he authors found that for the year of 19 50
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the offjcial government poverty rate stood at thirty
percent, only to decline to eleven percent by the end of
1964.

This massive decrease in the poverty rate occurred

wi thou t government sponsored anti-poverty programs .
The authors attribute this decrease to a robust post-war
economy that saw low taxes, minimal regulation on business,
and a work ethic among the citizenry promoting self reliance
as the key to prosperity. The authors feel that what worked
in the 1950's can work today and looking at the failure of
the great society programs their argument seems to make
sense .
The authors also address the negat i ve effects the
wel f are state has on the indjvidual and the fam il y.
They all acknowledge that government programs have
d eve l o ped a permanent underclass of impoverished citizens
wno seem to accept their p o sition as wards of the state.

By contrasting the 1 95 0s to the 1 980s, the authors
point out that ea ch pe riod of time enjoyed a prosperous
e cGn o my, however, unlike the 1950s which showed a mas si ve
d e crease in the poverty rate wi thout government intervention,
the 1980s actually showed an inc rease in those l iving with
government assistance.

The authors conclude that the very

programs designed to get peop l e off the welfare rolls
actually make it an attractive option to stay on welfare
as oppos ed to self reliance.

Without the option of welfare
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assistance, those in poverty in the 1950s had only
one option:

self reliance through employment.

Summary
All of the authors reviewed in chapter four present
solid evidence that welfare programs have not solved the
poverty problem in the United States .
The implementation of the Great Society programs in
1964 c ame with the promise that if enough money and resources
we r e directed at the poor through government run anti-po verty
p rog rams, poverty in the United States would disappear.
The social a nd political climate of the turbulent
1960 1 s all o wed for these programs to en j oy overwhelming
popul a r ity not only among those who implemented them,
Pres i d ent J o hns on and Congress , but among the general
popul a t i on as we l l . Nearly every evening on the nightly
newsc ast President Johnson could be seen p l eading to the
Ame r i c an pub l ic abo ut the plight of the West Virginian
c o a l miner who c ould not find work t o support his family.
Wi th t h is support the beginn i ng of the modern welfare
s t a t e b egan.
It has been over thirty years since the introduction of

t he Great Society a n d the debate o n its success or failure
is ali v e and wel l .
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It is the belief that the conservative argument,
stating that the great society has b asically failed,

is

more in line with reality than that of the libera l side
whic h continues to call for more money and fu rther expansion
of programs as the answer to poverty in America.
Consider the research in chapter four, a l l five of
the authors presented their arguments that the Great Soc i ety
programs, as well a s the hundreds of programs that followed,
have not solved the poverty problem.
There are several key areas of research that s u ppor t
the conservative argument.

The amount of money spent on implementing and executing
t he h~ndreds of welfare prog rams is astronomi c al. Some
estimates have been as high as one trillion dollars ove r the
l a s t thi rt y yea~s!

The actua l amount is most li k ely around

three to five billion dollars.
Time
The Great Society p rograms were implemented i n 1964.
This represents thirty one years of government
to alleviate poverty.

intervention

Thi s seems to be more than enough time

to allow these pr ograms to "work".
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Poverty Rate
If the amount of money, time, and programs implemented
had a cause and effect on the poverty rate,

it would be safe

to assume that the poverty rate in the United States wo uld
hav e shown a steady decline over the last thirty one years.
This is not the c ase , as pointed out in the r es earch,
the poverty rate reached an all time high in correlation
with the highest level of expenditur~s and expansion of the
welfare s tate.

The research suggests that the a cc ess

t o welfare payments has created a dependent class of people
who prefer to remain on welfare , thus creat i ng a larger
percentage of people living in pove rty.

These key areas o f resea r ch lead to the acc eptance of
t h e st ated hypothesis that the we lf are state has ulti mately
failed at it= ob~ectives of alleviat i ng poverty and creating
s elf reliant citizens .
Limit a tions
Tl1e aut hors reviewed all acknowledge li mitations in
their research .
First, t hey all address the problem o f having limited
viable statistics.

Due to fa c tors such as cost and

feasibi lity , the only statist i cs available are those
produc ed b y t he Census Bu re au .
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Second, Census Bureau statistics are absolute in
their findings.

These numbers do not consider

uncontrollable factors such as false misrepresentation
and outside sources of income not reported .
Third, the authors all agree that discussion
involving the success or failure of welfare programs is
extremely politica l

in nature and may lead to manipu l at ion

of stat istics to support or refute an argument.
Other limitations no t directly acknow l edged by the
a u thors but considered important include the following:
F irst , the authors do not consider the consequences
or events t hat may have occurred had the Great Society
programs never been implemented.

Social unrest, extremely

h i g h ~ rime lev e l s, and possibly unrealistic levels of
pove r ty are all concerns t o be considered .
Se co nd , the aut h ors do not offer realistic approaches
to r e p lace the cur rent welfare system. All of the
con s erva ti ve a uthors agree that the welfare s t ate has
f ailed at its ob~ectives, but do not of fer any solutions to
c orrect the current syst e m.
Th i rd, personal bias is always a fac tor to consider
when discussing any politically charged topic such as the
welfare state.

Most peop le , and c ertainly the reviewed

authors, have developed a staunch stance on the welfare
state .

It is unrealist i c to believe that both sides of the

65

of the argument, liberal and conservative, can totally
divor ce themse lves from their biases and review data
a nd theories with a completely open mind.
Fourth, the question of e thics is such a conc ern that
it is high ly unlikely that a controlled study can e v er be
performed.

To deny a family benef i ts while providing for

another like family to measure the effec ts of we lfare
programs would be consi dered unethica l .
Fifth, the Cens u s Bureau statistics a re the only
r e c ogn ized of fi cial set of sta tistics used by t he government
to chart pove rt y ra tes.

However, some of the r esearch data

collected, and ultima tely re j ected, presente d statist ics
that did not ref lect t he s ame resul ts as the Ce nsus Bureau .
This wa s a problem both with c onservat i ve and li b eral
a u t h~ rs .

As a result, the availa b le research material was

limi ted .
Suggest ions f or Future r e searc~
The t opic of welfare reform rem~i n s a key issue in
Ameri c an poli ti cs .

The p romise of welfa r e reform has been,

and will most like ly c o ntinue t o be, echo e d from bo th the
liberal and conserva tive sides of governme nt .

The 1994

mi d -te rm congr e ss i o na l elections demonstrated that the
American electorate i s demanding that something b e done in
the a rea o f social legis l ation.

In the mos t s weeping
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Congressional elections in history, the electorate voted
in majorities in both the House of Representatives and the
Senate in favor of the Republican party.

This is noteworthy

due to the platform the Republicans ran on.

At the heart

of the platform was the promise to reduce the government 1 s
involvement in the area of social spending.

Along with

the prom ised reductions, the platform als o stated that
serious welfare reform needs to occur .

President Clinton

is also promising to introduce welfare reform proposals
f o r congress t o act on .

Whi le both the conservative and

l i b eral factions of government agree that changes need t o be
mad e t o the welfare state, the debate c o ntinues to be
on ~ust how those changes should occur.
Future research wi l l continue to focus on statistical
da t o concerning poverty rates and t he degree in which
the sovernment participates in social welfare programs.
Unfortunately, as outlined under the limitations
section, the on ly available data to measure pover t y rates and
t he effects of social spending is government census d ata.
While t his data i s as accurate as possible, the nature of
t his debate yearns for other measurement devices.
problem, as mentioned ear lier,

The

is that when dealing with

human sub~ects, it is a moral issue as to what extent
researchers may intervene .

This being t he case, the debate

will c on t i nue to focus on interpretation of statistics
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presented by the Census Bureau of the United States
Federal government.
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